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One 


1941 


He still looked good, man, despite all the bullshit. | was pretty broken. Hobbling around, just barely making it, 


man. And I'd given up heroin l'd given up everything. 


"This is "14 Years," featuring Mr. Izzy Stradlin again," Axl said, and here we were back in Indiana, and we'd made 
it. | guess. This was making it? There was no band, not anymore. | mean, MTV and every kid that bought our 
records and the DJ's and the W's didn't know it, because in the interviews the right things were said, but that 
was all bullshit. We had frayed apart. We were broken It wasn't just me. Not by a long shot. 


Did he sound like | was stealing his spotlight? Maybe. It might get construed in that way in the years to come, 
but | didn't think so. Axl was hard to read. He could come across as angry when he wasn't, or arrogant when it 


was something else. 


"One more time," | said to him, before | was close enough for the microphone to pick it up. | didn't know if he 
even heard me over the roar of the crowd, the roar in his head. That roar had been going on for years. I'd 
known him for 14 years and the song was about him. | didn't know if he knew. But | knew. | fucking knew. 


| played it and | sang it, and | could hear his back-up vocals piercing through my gritty singing. That was okay. 
He was the one blessed with the voice, or maybe cursed with it. Maybe we were all cursed, just sad creatures 


in a fairy tale whose every wish came true and look at us. 
Y y 


But man, the way he looked in that white Marlboro T-shirt and those tight pants he was wearing, and kind of 
hobbling around on that leg brace/cast thing he had. He'd fucked up his foot somehow, or maybe his heel, his 
ankle, | didn't know. It was an old injury, though. | remember he used to do track and sometimes he couldn't run 
the races because of some problem he had with his ankle or tendon or something. And he looked kind of angelic 
in white, younger somehow, and he'd shaved for this show. | wish he could be the way he seems, angelic, 


almost innocent, and that voice. That wasn't real, that wasn't it. | felt like he'd nearly destroyed me. 


Back then we were just teenagers. Kids, really. But it never feels like that. It always feels like you're an adult, 
or at least that's how | felt. Just dealing with shit, and being friends with Axl meant dealing with a lot of shit. 


| knew things weren't great at his house, his dad was all weird and religious and he went to church a ton, and 
he just had that attitude, like he'd be upset for no discernable reason, nothing | could see. And then there was 
that one day, that one night, and it was still ninth grade, when he came over all upset. | was up in my room, 
maybe doing homework | used to do that. Even in ninth grade | wanted to graduate and get the hell out of 
there. And my mom calls up to me that someone was there, and | don't know who | expected, probably one of 
the guys | was hanging out with then, but | know | didn't expect Axl. He didn't do much then, his parents made 
him go to church and stay home and when he did hang out it was all sneaky, everyone thought he was 


somewhere else. 
So | come down the stairs and he's standing just in front of the door, his eyes kind of darting everywhere. 


"Hey, man, what's up?" | said, and he glances up at me, licks his lips, doesn't say anything. My mom shrugged 


and went back to the living room and the T.V., watching the bodies fall in Vietnam on the six o'clock news. 


"Come up," | said, turning and going back up the stairs toward my room. After a moment he followed, and then 


kind of stood in the doorway to my room as | flopped down on the bed. He still had his jacket on. 


"What's up with you, man? What's wrong?” | said, looking at him. And he looked down, just staring at the floor. | 
half sat up on my bed, leaning on one elbow. He took a shuddery breath and then took off the jacket, and | 
remember he wore this white T-shirt then, too, looking all angelic, and then | saw the bruises and red marks 


on his arms. 


"What happened to you?" | said, thinking maybe he got in a fight with someone and that wouldn't be unusual 
because he fought with people all the time. 


"Come over here," | said, my voice close to a whisper. IT was more than a fight, he was way more upset than 


if it had just been a fight. 


| didn't really know what to do, | didn't know what to say, he had this weird energy around him, it made the air 


crackle. 


"Come here," | said, and my voice was this husky whisper, and | felt like..you know when you're in a situation 
with someone, and the world kind of fades away and it becomes tunnel vision, it becomes just the two of you? 
It was like that. | saw how his red hair was all shiny under the ceiling light, and | saw how the bruises and 
marks on his arm stood out because he was so pale. He took a few steps toward me and it was like he was 
afraid of me. Of course he wasn't, he had run to me, but it was like he was afraid of everything. 


He came over and sat next to me and hugged himself, and | reached out toward him, for him, and he flinched 


away, it was like an involuntary jerk away from me. 


"Hey, Axl, its okay, I'm not gonna hurt you," | said, but | didn't reach out for him again. Man, someone had 


fucked him up, and | knew who that someone was. 


"Yeah," he said, glancing at me all quick and then just staring at the floor. 


Chapter two 


| played the notes, | knew them so well. | could play them and sing and | could hear Axl somewhere behind me, 
his vocals piercing through the song, piercing through everything, that cat screech of his that was so well 
known he could patent it. | closed my eyes and sang the words | wrote about him in pure frustration one night, 
balling up notebook paper after notebook paper, trying to tear through the paper to get to what | wanted to 
say. Axl, how could you let it come to this? 


| could still see how my bedroom looked then, the clothes | wore that were always on the backs of chairs and 
on the floor, and | could still see him sitting next to me on my bed, his hair that stark shiny red, and he was 
so nervous he was nearly shaking and | felt this strange sympathy, like | wanted to protect him. 


Slowly, gently, | took his wrist in my hand and turned his arm to see the delicate underside, and it was covered 
in deep dark bruises and he winced at my gentle touch. 


"What happened? Who did this?" | said, my voice barely above a whisper, because | knew who did it. his father 
did it, that was the only reason he was acting so spooked. If he'd been in a fight with some other kid he would 
be ranting, saying how despite how bruised and banged up he was he got the better of that kid, and I'd believe 
him. | saw him in fights, | saw how crazy he got. 


He wouldn't answer, just looked down at his feet, his gold eyelashes obscuring the green color of his eyes. 
Because | was young | felt like he had to tell me, like the truth had to be out, exposed in that room like some 
dying fish on the shore. Why? We both knew it, why did | have to make him say it? 


"Axl," | said, my voice insistent. Tears in his eyes, blurring the green color. I'd make him cry and I'd make him 


confess. 


"My dad," he said, and the tears fell, and he covered his eyes with his arm, and | pulled him toward me despite 
the way he stiffened and tried to pull away. | thought that he probably was just scared of being touched, by 
anybody, even though he knew | wouldn't hurt him. Did that end up being true? | didn't think so. We both hurt 
each other in every way imaginable, but at 14 | thought I'd never hurt him, and | thought he knew that. 


After a while he relaxed and sobbed in my arms as | brushed his hair away from his hot wet cheeks, the 
tears almost burning against me, and he started to say things through the hiccupping sobs, disjointed words 
that | couldn't seem to string together. 


"Okay, Axl, it's okay," | said, feeling the silky smoothness of his hair under my hands, and | could feel his 
muscles moving as he cried. It felt like it went on forever, those sobs, and the words here and there, and his 


hair felt cool against my skin. 


When he stopped crying his eyes were irritated from him rubbing them with the backs of his hands, and he 
laid back on the bed. | laid back with him, tracing the bruises on his arm with the tip of my finger. 


"Izzy?" he said, his voice deep, but not as deep as it would become. 
"Yeah?" | said, touching the cool strands of his hair. 
"Can | stay here tonight?" 


"Yeah," 


He was asleep shortly after, on his back on my bed close to the wall, and | watched him breath, the deep 
inhalations tnat moved his chest. | was thinking somewhere in my brain about how beautiful he was, that 
unreal hair color, the gold of his eyelashes, the light dusting of freckles you could only see close up, all the 
flawlessness mixed in with the flaws that made him real, how skinny he was, how his teeth were discolored and 
crooked. He was kid skinny then, 90 pound weakling skinny, not the cadaverous thinness we'd reach when heroin 


use got out of control. 


All the thoughts of his beauty were beneath my mind somehow because that was the 10's in Indiana, and it 
was not okay to have any kind of thoughts like that, so | thought | didn't have them at all. 


On the surface of my thoughts | was thinking how hurt he was, what a dick his father was, and how | was 


surprised he had run to me. 


| was relieved when the song was done, although | didn't mind performing and singing. It was what | did, what | 
had done for over a decade now. | retreated to the sidelines, to my corner with Duff, and | glanced over at 
him. He was drunk, he was always drunk, his words slurred, he missed notes. It wasn't so you'd notice, but | 
noticed. He had the bleary eyed look of the alcoholic right before he went under. Slash was more manic 
because Slash, at that time, did more cocaine. Being sober was taking its toll on me in this band of junkies and 


drug addicts and alcoholics, and Axl. 


Axl was talking about the war, the Gulf War, and | shook my head. Axl was sober and had been since the 
beginning of the craziness, more or less. He had nights where he'd party, but that was it. 


Goddamn him. Maybe this would be my last show. | watched Duff blink slowly at the overhead lights, | watched 
Slash run aimlessly down one arm of the stage, back to the center, and down the next one. | watched Axl lean 
over the microphone, his white T-shirt billowing out around him, his hair obscuring half his face as he 


announced the next song. It was almost time for me to be done. 


